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(57) ABSTRACT

An apparatus for depositing a liquid, semi-liquid or semi-
solid food product. The apparatus comprises a fixed volume
chamber for receiving the food product under a positive pres-
sure, the chamber being defined by chamber walls, one of the
chamber walls being provided with an outlet orifice for
depositing the food product, the outlet orifice being provided
with a first sealing surface. The apparatus also comprises a
valve spindle arranged for reciprocating movement within the
chamber, the length direction of the valve spindle extending
substantially perpendicular to the chamber wall in which the
outlet orifice is provided, a first end of the valve spindle being
provided with a second sealing surface. The second sealing
surface of the valve spindle is arranged for abutting the first
sealing surface of the outlet orifice to thereby close the outlet
orifice.
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1
APPARATUS FOR DEPOSITING

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

This invention relates to an apparatus for depositing a
liquid, semi-liquid or semi-solid food product. More particu-
larly, but not exclusively, the invention relates to such an
apparatus for use in filling mould cavities for finished con-
fectionery products.

The invention also relates to a method for depositing a
liquid, semi-liquid or semi-solid food product.

BACKGROUND TO THE INVENTION

Itis known to deposit liquid, semi-liquid or semi-solid food
products in confectionery manufacturing processes. Such
products may, for example, be deposited into a mould cavity
for producing a finished confectionery product. One example
of such a process is the depositing of liquid chocolate into a
mould cavity for the production ofa chocolate bar. Fillings for
confectionery products, such as fondants, caramels, mousses
or truffles, may also be deposited.

In known confectionery manufacturing processes, liquid,
semi-liquid or semi-solid food products are deposited by
piston-type depositors. A piston type depositor comprises a
chamber to which the food product is supplied in liquid,
semi-liquid or semi-solid form. The chamber is provided with
an outlet orifice through which the food product is deposited
and a piston which is moved through the chamber to force the
food product through the outlet orifice.

A problem associated with piston-type depositors is that
arrays of such depositors, which may be required for the rapid
and even filling of mould cavities or the rapid deposition of a
continuous layer of the food product, are structurally compli-
cated and expensive to produce and commission. A further
problem associated with piston-type depositors is that it can
be difficult to accurately control the flow of the food product
through the outlet orifice, particularly when the food product
is a liquid having a low viscosity.

Piston-type depositors in which the outlet orifice is pro-
vided with a pressure operated valve are known. Such deposi-
tors provide a more controllable flow of the food product.
However, there remains a need for a depositor which exhibits
acceptable function with reduced structural complexity.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

According to a first aspect of the invention, there is pro-
vided an apparatus for depositing a liquid, semi-liquid or
semi-solid food product, the apparatus comprising:

a fixed volume chamber for receiving the food product
under a positive pressure, the chamber being defined by
chamber walls, one of the chamber walls being provided
with an outlet orifice for depositing the food product, the
outlet orifice being provided with a first sealing surface;
and

a valve spindle arranged for reciprocating movement
within the chamber, the length direction of the valve
spindle extending substantially perpendicular to the
chamber wall in which the outlet orifice is provided, a
first end of the valve spindle being provided with a
second sealing surface;

wherein the second sealing surface of the valve spindle is
arranged for abutting the first sealing surface of the
outlet orifice to thereby close the outlet orifice.

The invention thus provides a depositor which is capable of

positive operation in the sense that the outlet orifice can be
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opened and closed to accurately control the flow of the food
product. Furthermore, the essential features of the invention
described above allow for reduced structural complexity as
compared to known depositors, such as piston-type deposi-
tors. As a consequence, the apparatus may be manoeuvred at
a high speed to deposit the food product in a desired arrange-
ment.

By providing the outlet orifice in a wall of the chamber, and
by arranging the valve spindle to extend substantially perpen-
dicular to the chamber wall, an arrangement is results which,
in use, does not exhibit a significant pressure drop during
deposition of the food product.

The apparatus is suitable for depositing, among other food
products, chocolate, including aerated chocolate, as well as
fondants, caramels, mousses and truffles. The apparatus is
particularly suitable for depositing aerated food products,
since allowances can be made for the effects of the constant
pressure environment on the food product.

By “positive pressure”, it is meant a pressure exceeding the
external (atmospheric) pressure.

In a preferred embodiment, the outlet orifice is arranged in
the chamber wall such that the only restriction to flow of the
food product around the outlet orifice is provided by the valve
spindle. In this way, pressure variations around the outlet
orifice can be minimised.

At least alower half of the valve spindle may be completely
exposed to the interior volume of the chamber when in the
open position. In this way, the restriction on the flow of food
product within the chamber can be minimised, particularly
for viscous or semi-solid products.

The outlet orifice may be defined by a separate nozzle
component which is installed in the chamber wall. The nozzle
component may be formed of a hardened material having a
precision-formed sealing surface, and may be installed with a
screw thread so as to allow for repair or replacement.

The first sealing surface of the outlet orifice and the second
sealing surface of the valve spindle may comprise conical
surfaces arranged to make sealing contact with each other.
Conical surfaces, or at least tapered surfaces, are preferred,
because they enable the second sealing surface of the valve
spindle to be guided into the appropriate mating position with
the first sealing surface of the outlet orifice

In embodiments, the apparatus may further comprise a
spreader plate connected to the outlet orifice. The spreader
plate connects the outlet orifice to a plurality of spreader plate
outlets having a one or two dimensional arrangement. The
apparatus may, for example, be used with a plurality of dif-
ferent spreader plates to provide respective different spreader
plate outlet arrangements, thereby enabling the apparatus to
be used in different manufacturing processes at different
times.

Each of the spreader plate outlets may be provided with a
pressure operated valve, the pressure operated valve being
arranged to close when a pressure drops below a predeter-
mined pressure greater than atmospheric pressure. In this
way, positive operation of the apparatus can be maintained.
The pressure operated valve could be a spring-loaded valve.

Preferably, the apparatus further comprises a linear actua-
tor for driving the reciprocating movement of the valve
spindle to thereby open and close the outlet orifice. The actua-
tor may be coupled to a second end of the valve spindle, the
second end being opposite to the first end. The actuator may
be mounted to a wall of the chamber opposite to the wall in
which the outlet orifice is arranged. The actuator may be
mounted externally so as to improve accessibility for repair or
replacement.
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The actuator may be a moving coil electrical actuator or
may comprise a pneumatic cylinder and pneumatic circuit for
operating the cylinder.

The chamber may comprise parallel upper and lower plates
defining upper and lower chamber walls arranged to face each
other. In this case, the outlet orifice may be provided in the
lower plate and the actuator may be mounted to the upper
plate. One or both of the upper and lower plates may be
removable from side walls of the chamber to enable the
arrangement of the outlet orifices and/or actuators to be
changed by replacing the plates.

Embodiments of the invention further comprise a control-
ler for controlling operation of the actuator. The controller,
which may comprise dedicated hardware or a computer run-
ning under the control of software, is arranged to control the
actuator to open and close the outlet orifice for starting and
stopping the deposition of the liquid, semi-liquid or semi-
solid food product.

The controller may be arranged to control the actuator to
open and close the outlet orifice in a cycle having a frequency
of'at least 2 Hz, preferably at least 5 Hz, and more preferably
in the range 5 Hz to 10 Hz. The controller may be arranged to
control the actuator to vary the proportion of the open/close
cycle time in which the outlet orifice is open, to thereby
varying the dispensing rate of the liquid, semi-liquid or semi-
solid food product.

In a particular embodiment, the apparatus also comprises a
pressure sensor for sensing the pressure of the liquid, semi-
liquid or semi-solid food product in the chamber, and the
controller is arranged to control the actuator based on the
sensed pressure. In particular, the controller is arranged to use
the sensed pressure to determine the amount of time for which
the outlet orifice is to remain open.

The apparatus may further comprise a pump for supplying
the liquid, semi-liquid or semi-solid food product to the
chamber at a pressure in the range 5 bars to 12 bars.

A preferred embodiment of the invention comprises a plu-
rality of outlet orifices arranged in the chamber wall for
depositing the liquid, semi-liquid or semi-solid food product.
The apparatus then comprises respective valve spindles and
actuators for the outlet orifices, and the controller is arranged
to control operation of all of the actuators. Such an embodi-
ment is particularly advantageous because the pressure of the
food product at the outlet orifices can be maintained at sub-
stantially the same level.

The outlet orifices may, for example, be provided in the
same chamber wall and face in the same direction so that the
valve spindles are parallel to one another.

Preferably, the space between the valve spindles is a part of
the interior volume of the chamber, and is not provided with
baftles. In some cases, some internal baffles (with connecting
openings) may be necessary for transferring heat to the food
product to maintain it in a liquid or semi-liquid state.

The invention also provides an arrangement for producing
a food product, the apparatus comprising:

a support arranged to carry the food product; and

the apparatus described above, arranged over the support

for depositing the liquid, semi-liquid or semi-solid food
product onto the surface.

In a preferred arrangement, the apparatus can be moved
across the support, for example on a carriage, to deposit the
food product over a greater area. The support may be a mould.
The movement of the apparatus over the support is preferably
controlled by the controller.

The controller may be arranged to move the apparatus over
the support such that the formation of “tails” is avoided when
an outlet orifice is closed. For example, tailing can be avoided

25

30

40

45

55

4

by a reverse motion of the apparatus at the end of a deposit
stroke. Tailing may also be controlled by providing an
arrangement whereby the apparatus can be moved upwards
(away from) and/or downwards (towards) the support at the
end of a deposit stroke.

The apparatus may, for example, be used in an intermittent
motion food product moulding line, with the food product
being deposited while the line (and mould) is stationary.

According to another aspect of the invention, there is pro-
vided a method of depositing a liquid, semi-liquid or semi-
solid food product, the method comprising:

providing the food product to a fixed volume chamber

under a positive pressure, the chamber being defined by
chamber walls, one of the chamber walls being provided
with an outlet orifice for depositing the food product, the
outlet orifice being provided with a first sealing surface;
and

providing a valve spindle within the chamber arranged for

reciprocating movement, the length direction of the
valve spindle extending substantially perpendicular to
the chamber wall in which the outlet orifice is provided,
a first end of the valve spindle being provided with a
second sealing surface;

reciprocating the valve spindle such that the second sealing

surface of the valve spindle intermittently abuts the first
sealing surface of the outlet orifice to thereby open and
close the outlet orifice.

The method aspect of the invention corresponds to use of
the apparatus described above.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

A specific embodiment of the invention will now be
described, by way of example only, with reference to the
accompanying drawings, in which:

FIG. 1 is a schematic cross sectional view of an apparatus
according to the invention; and

FIG. 2 is a plan view of the apparatus shown in FIG. 1;

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The invention provides an apparatus for depositing a lig-
uid, semi-liquid or semi-solid food product. The apparatus
comprises a fixed volume chamber for receiving the food
product under a positive pressure, the chamber being defined
by chamber walls, one of the chamber walls being provided
with an outlet orifice for depositing the food product, the
outlet orifice being provided with a first sealing surface. The
apparatus also comprises a valve spindle arranged for recip-
rocating movement within the chamber, the length direction
of the valve spindle extending substantially perpendicular to
the chamber wall in which the outlet orifice is provided, a first
end of the valve spindle being provided with a second sealing
surface. The second sealing surface of the valve spindle is
arranged for abutting the first sealing surface of the outlet
orifice to thereby close the outlet orifice.

With reference to FIGS. 1 and 2, an apparatus 1 for depos-
iting a liquid, semi-liquid or semi-solid food product 3 com-
prises a fixed volume chamber 5 for receiving the food prod-
uct 3 under a positive pressure of approximately 8 bars. The
chamber 5 is provided with an inlet 7 and an outlet 9 for
supplying the food product 3 to the chamber 5 from a pump
(not shown). Suitable pumps and supply lines will be appar-
ent to those skilled in the art. The pump is capable of supply-
ing the food product 3 to the chamber at a rate of approxi-
mately 125% of the intended depositing rate.
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Side walls 11 of the chamber 5 are provided as a unitary
body formed of a stainless steel casting. Bottom and top walls
of the chamber, which are substantially flat, are formed of
stainless steel plates 13, 15 bolted and sealed to the side walls
11.

The bottom wall 13 of the chamber 5 is provided with a
plurality of apertures 17 having a two dimensional arrange-
ment for producing a desired depositing pattern (see FIG. 2).
In the embodiment shown, the two dimensional arrangement
of apertures 17 is a regular row and column array of 64
apertures. Other arrangements are, however, possible. A
nozzle component 19 is screw-fitted into each of the apertures
17 and defines an outlet orifice through which the food prod-
uct 3 is deposited. Diameters in the range 1.7 mm to 2.0 mm
have been found to be suitable for the outlet orifices. An inside
surface of the nozzle component 19 is provided with a conical
surface formed around the outlet orifice, which surface serves
as a first sealing surface.

The apparatus also comprises a plurality of valve spindles
21 associated with respective outlet orifices and a plurality of
linear pneumatic actuators 23 associated with respective
valve spindles 21.

Each valve spindle 21 is in the form of an elongate circular
rod, or needle. A first (lower) end of the spindle 21 is provided
with a conical surface which serves as a second sealing sur-
face and is adapted for making sealing contact with the first
sealing surface of a respective nozzle component 19, as
described above. The valve spindle 21 has a length which is
slightly less than the internal height of the chamber 5 (mea-
sured across the inner surfaces of the bottom and top plates
13, of the chamber 5). A second (upper) end of the valve
spindle 21 is attached to a respective actuator 23, which is
itself attached to the top plate 15 of the chamber 5. The
actuator 23 is attached to the top plate 15 of the chamber 5
such that it can be accessed for repair or replacement without
significant disassembly of the apparatus 1.

The actuators 23 and valve spindles 21 are arranged with
their axes perpendicular to the bottom and top plates 13, 15
such that the actuators 23 can be operated to longitudinally
displace the valve spindles 21 relative to the chamber walls
with reciprocating movement. The valve spindles 21 are
arranged such that, with the valve spindles 21 in their upper
position, the outlet orifices are open so the food product 3 is
deposited. With the valve spindles 21 in their lower position,
the sealing surfaces of the nozzle components 19 and the
valve spindles 21 are in sealing contact to thereby close the
outlet orifices and prevent the flow of the food product 3.

The actuators 23 can be operated independently so that the
flow of food product 3 can be varied between different outlet
orifices, with a selectable number of the outlet orifices being
open at any one time.

The actuators 23 are each connected to a pneumatic circuit
(not shown) for providing linear movement and a controller
(not shown) for controlling the pneumatic circuits. Suitable
pneumatic circuits will be known to those skilled in the art.
Suitable controllers include programmable logic controllers
(PLCs) and suitably programmed computers.

In use of the apparatus 1, the controller is arranged to
control the actuators 23 to independently open and close the
respective outlet orifices for starting and stopping the depo-
sition of the food product 3. The flow rate of the food product
3 through the outlet orifices can be controlled by opening and
closing the outlet orifices in a cycle having a frequency of at
least 2 Hz, and by varying the proportion of the cycle time in
which the outlet orifice is open (i.e. varying the mark-space
ratio).
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The flow rate of the food product 3 through the outlet
orifices also depends on the pressure of the food product 3 in
the chamber 5. The controller is therefore provided with the
output from a pressure sensor (not shown) which measures
the pressure in the chamber 5. The controller controls the
actuators 23 based on the sensed pressure.

A specific example of the invention has been described
above. Various changes within the scope ofthe claims will be
readily apparent to those skilled in the art.

For example, the actuators described above are pneumatic
actuators. However, the actuators may alternatively be other
types of actuator, such as moving coil electrical actuators.
Moving coil electrical actuators may be capable of accurate
positional control so that the flow rate of the food product
through the outlet orifices can be varied by adjusting the
linear position of the valve spindles.

The apparatus may be provided with a spreader plate
attached to the bottom plate. The spreader plate connects the
outlet orifices to a larger plurality of spreader plate outlets.
The spreader plate outlets may be provided with a pressure
operated valve, the pressure operated valve being arranged to
close when a pressure drops below a predetermined pressure
greater than atmospheric pressure.

The apparatus may be arranged in an intermittent motion
(indexed) food product moulding line. When the line is sta-
tionary, the apparatus may be moved over a mould cavity at
high speed to fill the mould cavity with the food product.

The invention claimed is:
1. An apparatus for depositing a food product comprising:
a fixed volume chamber configured to receive the food
product under a positive pressure, the chamber being
defined by chamber walls, one of the chamber walls
having outlet orifices for depositing the food product,
each of the outlet orifices having a first sealing surface;

valve spindles arranged for reciprocating movement within
a respective chamber, a length direction of each valve
spindle extending substantially perpendicular to the
chamber wall in which the outlet orifices are provided, a
first end of each valve spindle comprising a second seal-
ing surface;

linear actuators perpendicular to the respective chamber

wall that has the outlet orifices, each of the linear actua-
tors are associated with a respective valve spindle and a
respective outlet orifice, the second sealing surface of
each valve spindle abutting the first sealing surface of the
respective outlet orifice to close the respective outlet
orifice; and

a controller configured to operate the linear actuators inde-

pendently relative to each other, wherein the actuators
are configured to be operated independently relative
each other, so that a flow of the food product through the
outlet orifices varies between different outlet orifices.

2. The apparatus according to claim 1, the outlet orifices
being arranged in the respective chamber wall such that the
only restriction to flow of the food product around the outlet
orifices is provided by the valve spindles.

3. The apparatus according to claim 1, wherein at least a
lower half of at least one of the valve spindles is completely
exposed to an interior volume of the chamber when in an open
position, minimizing a restriction on a flow of food product
within the chamber.

4. The apparatus according to claim 1, wherein the outlet
orifices are each defined by a separate nozzle component
installed in the chamber wall.

5. The apparatus according to claim 1, wherein the first
sealing surface of each of the outlet orifices and the second
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sealing surface of each valve spindle comprises a conical
surface that is positioned to make sealing contact with each
other.

6. The apparatus according to claim 1, comprising a
spreader plate connected to the outlet orifices, the spreader
plate connects the outlet orifices to spreader plate outlets
having a one or two dimensional arrangement.

7. The apparatus according to claim 6, wherein each of the
spreader plate outlets comprises a pressure operated valve
that is designed to close when a pressure drops below a
predetermined pressure greater than atmospheric pressure.

8. The apparatus according to claim 7, wherein the pressure
operated valve comprises a spring-loaded valve.

9. The apparatus according to claim 1, wherein each actua-
tor is configured to cause the reciprocating movement of the
respective valve spindle to thereby open and close the respec-
tive outlet orifice.

10. The apparatus according to claim 9, wherein each
actuator is coupled to a second end of the respective valve
spindle, the second end being opposite to the first end.

11. The apparatus according to claim 9, wherein each
actuator comprises a pneumatic cylinder.

12. The apparatus according to claim 9, wherein each
actuator comprises a moving coil electrical actuator.

13. The apparatus according to claim 9, wherein the cham-
ber comprises parallel upper and lower plates defining upper
and lower chamber walls arranged to face each other, and the
outlet orifices are located in the lower plate.

14. The apparatus according to claim 13, wherein one or
both of the upper and lower plates is removable from side
walls of the chamber.

15. The apparatus according to claim 1, wherein the con-
troller is configured to control the actuators to independently
open and close the outlet orifices for starting and stopping a
deposition of the food product.

16. The apparatus according to claim 1, wherein the con-
troller is designed to control the actuators to open and close
the outlet orifices in a cycle having a frequency of at least 2
Hz.

17. The apparatus according to claim 16, wherein the con-
troller is designed to control the actuators to vary a proportion
of the cycle time in which the outlet orifices are open, for
varying a dispensing rate of the food product.

18. The apparatus according to claim 1, further comprising
apressure sensor for sensing a pressure of the food product in
the chamber, the controller designed to control the actuators
based on a sensed pressure.
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19. The apparatus according to claim 1, comprising a pump
configured to supply the food product to the chamber at a
pressure in the range 5 bars to 12 bars.

20. The apparatus according to claim 1, wherein the outlet
orifices are designed such that, in use of the apparatus, a
pressure of the food product is substantially the same at all of
the outlet orifices.

21. The apparatus according to claim 1, wherein the outlet
orifices are located in the same chamber wall, and the valve
spindles are parallel to one another.

22. The apparatus according to claim 1, wherein the space
between the valve spindles is a part of an interior volume of
the chamber.

23. An arrangement for producing a food product compris-
ing:

a support designed to carry the food product;

an apparatus configured to deposit a food product, the

apparatus comprising: a fixed volume chamber config-
ured to receive the food product under a positive pres-
sure, the chamber being defined by chamber walls, one
of the chamber walls having outlet orifices for deposit-
ing the food product, each of the outlet orifices having a
first sealing surface, the apparatus comprising valve
spindles arranged for reciprocating movement within
the chamber, a length direction of each valve spindle
extending substantially perpendicular to the chamber
wall in which the outlet orifices are provided, a first end
of each valve spindle comprising a second sealing sur-
face, and the apparatus comprising linear actuators per-
pendicular to the chamber wall that has the outlet orifice,
each of'the linear actuators associated with a respective
valve spindle and a respective outlet orifice, the second
sealing surface of each valve spindle abutting the first
sealing surface of the respective outlet orifice to close
the respective outlet orifice, the apparatus positioned
over the support for depositing the food product onto the
support; and

a controller configured to operate the linear actuators inde-

pendently relative to each other, wherein the actuators
are configured to be operated independently relative
each other, so that a flow of the food product through the
outlet orifices varies between different outlet orifices.

24. The arrangement according to claim 23, wherein the
support is a mold.

25. The arrangement according to claim 23, wherein the
apparatus is designed to move across the support.
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